Expression of CD44s and CD44 splice variants in human melanoma.
The ability of tumor cells to adhere and detach from extracellular matrix and endothelial cells, is a crucial step in the metastatic process and may alter the clinical prognosis of some human tumors such as melanomas. CD44, the major cell surface receptor for hyaluronate, has been implicated in cell adhesion and in tumor progression. We studied the expression of standard CD44 molecule (CD44s) and its variants v3 and v6 in 57 human primary melanoma biopsies, without previous treatment. We analyzed the association between CD44 expression and the principal clinicopathological features, including survival. Fifty-six of 57 tumors expressed CD44s, associated to the cytoplasmic membrane. No expression of CD44v3 or CD44v6 was detected. No association between CD44s expression and prognostic factors such as tumor thickness, growth type, stage or anatomic site of the lesion was found. However, a positive correlation between CD44s expression and Clark level (Spearman, p<0.001) was found. While only 33.3% of melanomas Clark I + II showed high expression of CD44s (more than 50% of positive cells), 82.6% of melanomas Clark IV + V did so. Kaplan-Meier analysis revelead that patients whose melanomas had high expression of CD44s showed a reduced relapse free survival (RFS) rate, though without statistical significance. No difference between the level of CD44 expression and overall survival (OS) was found. We conclude that melanomas only expressed CD44s, and that its level was associated with Clark's stage. CD44s seems not to be useful as a tumor marker, because it does not predict either RFS or OS.